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fluctuations of Montana’s birds of prey

Biologists and volunteers track the population
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TOM MURPHY

BY RYAN RAUSCHER

c c here’s one,” said my wife, Elodie, pointing to a speck in
the distance. The distinctive silhouette of a soaring hawk
was barely visible as it rode a midmorning thermal and

circled above a nearby hill. She quickly mounted our spotting scope
on the pickup window. “What’s the one that makes a “V’ with its
legs?” she asked while squinting into the eyepiece. “That’s a ferrugi-
nous hawk,” I said, glad she had learned the distinctive characteristics
of the species, even if she didn’t yet know the exact name. As she
removed the scope, I tallied one more ferruginous hawk on the sur-
vey form. Six so far, a record for this route.

My portion of the annual Montana Raptor Survey Route, known
as the RSR, has evolved into an enjoyable outing. It’s a chance to wel-
come spring’s return, see wildlife, and experience nature with my
family. I took over the route several years ago when we moved to east-
ern Montana. Elodie is a quick study and has become a skilled spot-
ter. The kids, when they accompany us, think it’s great fun to spot a
raptor before their parents do. Together, we join volunteers across
Montana who also take part in the raptor count each spring.

The survey began in 1977 in response to alarming declines in rap-
tor populations across Montana. At the time, it was widely known that
bald eagle, peregrine falcon, and prairie falcon numbers had dropped
drastically. But there was scant information on Montana’s other birds
of prey, such as the red-tailed hawk. Some populations seemed to be
declining, possibly from DDT, PCBs, and other chemical com-
pounds, as well as habitat loss and illegal shooting. But biologists did
not know for sure and needed a reliable way to track populations and
long-term trends. Over the past 32 years, information from the annual
survey has been essential for tracking both the declines and increases
in raptor populations and for better understanding the factors con-
tributing to fluctuations. The data also acts as a scientific red flag that

warns biologists of new threats or stresses to raptor populations.

ONE, TWO, THREE... Since 1977, FWP biologists and volunteers
have been counting bald eagles and other birds of prey across
Montana to gain a better understanding of how raptors are faring.
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MANY DIFFERENT BIRDS OF PREY
Observers taking part in Montana’s
annual Raptor Survey Route count
17 different species. Each bird has
unique traits, such as the northern
harrier’s white rump or the V-shaped
legs of the ferruginous hawk, which
aid in identification. Some of the
species tallied include:

1. rough-legged hawk, 2. red-tailed hawk,
3. golden eagle, 4. Swainson’s hawk,
5. gyrfalcon, 6. merlin, 7. osprey,

8. sharp-shinned hawk, 9. Cooper’s hawk.
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CHICK CHECK A ferruginous hawk
approaches its nest in eastern
Montana. The annual Raptor Survey

Route indicates these grassland rap-
tors continue to fare well throughout have begun studies to learn why. Another 200 raptors were observed per 1,000 miles

ure out ways to mitigate the declines. platforms on power poles, which has greatly
That has been the case with the ferrugi-  reduced electrocutions.

nous hawk. The RSR indicated a declining When Flath started the survey back when

population trend, and in response biologists  Jimmy Carter was president, approximately

their range in Montana. raptor species that may be faring poorly is  of transect surveyed. Thirty-two years later,
the American kestrel. For unknown reasons,  due to the DDT ban, tighter regulation of
it has been showing up less frequently on  other chemical pesticides, and other factors,
RSR routes. If that trend continues, we may ~ the number has more than doubled to 420
need to study kestrels more closely. raptors per 1,000 miles. Raptors in Mon-
The annual survey routes also indicate  tana are generally doing well, and thanks to
that populations of some species are increas-  Flath and the more than 2,000 volunteers
ing. Osprey numbers, for example, are up, ~ who have helped out over the years, we have
due in large part to the construction of nest  the data to prove it. »

31 years on Route 41

Volunteer observers are essential to the suc-
cess of the Raptor Survey Route. These experi-
enced bird watchers take pride in their routes
and the accuracy of their observations. Since
the survey began, 2,100 observers have docu-
mented and identified more than 25,000 rap-
tors across Montana.
Jerry Dalton, an avid birder who drives a book-
mobile for the Billings Public Library, has taken
part in the RSR since the beginning. Dalton has
been an observer on Route 41—which runs from
Billings to Pryor to Edgar—for 31 of the survey’s
32 years. During that time, he has driven more
than 1,500 miles and observed 662 raptors RAPTOR SPOTTER Jerry
belonging to 12 different species. Because of Dalton readies for the
Dalton’s diligence, Route 41 is one of the sur- 2009 survey, his 32nd.
vey’s most complete data sets.

Dalton’s route takes him through habitat varying from prairie riparian to
sagebrush grassland to hardwood draws. The raptor he has observed most fre-
quently is the American kestrel. The one he has spotted least often is the
osprey, which he saw only once. “l learn something new every time | do the
survey,” says Dalton. “It also gives me a chance to slow down and really enjoy
seeing the birds, instead of watching them fly past at 60 miles an hour when
I’'m in the bookmobile.”

BOB GIBSON/MONTANA FWP

Dalton s Route 41 What Dalton has observed on his raptor survey
route since 1977:

American kestrels 8 Rough-legged hawks
Cooper’s hawks 193 Red-tailed hawks

Ferruginous hawks 5 Sharp-shinned

Golden eagles hawks

Northern harriers 7 Swainson’s hawks

Osprey 7 Turkey vultures
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